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Tesla's Outspoken CEO is Defying Local 
Health Officials and Reopening his Bay Area 
Factory - Consequences be Damned 
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‘HIGH TIMES’ HEIST 


The equity co-owner of a 
proposed cannabis dispensary 
at Union Square says he was 
robbed — by the iconic stoner 
brand. 

By Joe Kukura 
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MUSK OFF 


As Tesla’s outspoken CEO 
reopens his Fremont factory, 
workers fear they must risk 
infection or getting fired. 

By Veronica Irwin 
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A Bittersweet Honor tor James Beard Nominees 


Restaurateurs weigh in on adapting to the pandemic and the restrictions of PPP loans. 


=~ 


By Jeffrey Edalatpour 


RECEIVING A JAMES Beard Award 
nomination this year is bittersweet for 
Bay Area restaurateurs. Lindsay Tusk 
— who co-owns the San Francisco 
restaurants Quince, Cotognaand 
Verjus with her husband Michael — 
was pleasantly surprised to receive two 
this year. 

Nowinits 17th year, Quince 
received a nomination for 
Outstanding Restaurant. And Verjus, 
which opened in 2019, was nominated 
for Best New Restaurant. Tusk says 
this “bookending” was satisfying. 
“Knowing that you've got anewborn, 
and one that is very much established 
and still recognized for the work and 
the energies that go into it.” 

But she also acknowledged the 
painful economic realities of running a 
restaurant during the pandemic. “This 
isan apocalyptic time for restaurants. 
If restaurants don’t get immediate 
funding and support, this country 
will lose 11 million jobs.” Until March, 
Tusk’s restaurant group employed 180 
people. Since then, they’ve reduced 
their staff to about 30 — mostly 


chefs, afew administrative jobs, 
general managers and some hourly 
employees. Quince and Verjus are both 
temporarily closed but the Cotogna 
kitchen is still preparing a family 
dinner for delivery and pickup. 

Verjus operated as both a wine bar 
anda wine shop. When the Tusks 
closed their new restaurant, they 
pivoted to an e-commerce model. You 
can buy wine through their website as 
wellas some high end food products, 
like lamb loin, paté, and their house 
made sausages. Tusk explained that 
the Verjus “marketplace” came into 
being because they were still receiving 
product from Fresh Run Farm, the 
farm they own in Bolinas. 

“It was a way to help the farm, and 
other West Marin farms as well, to 
create a revenue stream for them.” 
The marketplace and take out model is 
keeping people at work from all three 
of their kitchens. 

But another of this year’s nominees 
made it clear that takeout orders area 
little more than a Band-Aid ona deep 
wound. 

“To-go is not going to save us,” 
says Josh Harris of Trick Dog, which 
is nominated for Outstanding Bar 


Josh Harris of Trick Dog says that to-go orders are no panacea. Photo courtesy Trick Dog 


Program. Harris is ina leadership 
position at the Independent 
Restaurant Coalition (I.R.C.), an 
organization that’s currently lobbying 
legislators to amend the problematic 
Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) loan. 
As Harris, and every other restaurateur 
I spoke with explains, the parameters 

of the program don’t make sense. For 
the loan to be forgiven, a business only 
has eight weeks to distribute it from the 
day they receive it. The program further 
complicates that distribution of the 
money by assigning 75 percent of the 
funds for payroll and 25 percent for rent 
and utilities. 

When the shelter-in-place orders 
began, restaurants could no longer 
operate in the same way. If a restaurant 
was partially or completely closed, 
there’d be no employees to pay those PPP 
funds to. 

“Many of the places would not be able 
to open because their shelter-in-place 
orders weren't lifted yet,” Harris says. 

“If they were able to operate on alimited 
capacity and offer to-go, they wouldn't be 
able to rehire, or to the degree that would 
fulfill what the timesheet equivalents 
were in the first place.” 

In addition to asking for changes to 
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the PPP, the I.R.C. is also advocating for 
the creation of a $120 billion restaurant 
stabilization fund. The difference 
between a PPP loan and the stabilization 
fundis that the former subsidizesa 
reopening now while the latter will be 
important a year from now. Harris, who 
laid off all 50 of his employees, adds that, 
“It’s not an either/or. It needs to be both.” 

Pim Techamuanvivit is the chef 
and owner of two San Francisco Thai 
restaurants — Nariand Kin Khao. 
She’s nominated for Best Chef: 
California, but the bustling, six-year- 
old Kin Khao is shuttered for now. 

“None of us are foolish enough to 
think that when we reopen it will be 
like we were in January again,” she 
says. lam not going to have that kind 
of full dining room for avery, very long 
time.” 

Techamuanvivit and her team are 
operating a to-go service out of her 
second restaurant Nari, which opened 
last August. Kin Khao’s kitchen was 
just too small to operate properly and 
safely for her staff so they decided 
to operate out of Nari’s much larger 
space. 

“Both Kin Khao and Nari serve 
meals family style, because that’s how 





Thai people eat,” Techamuanvivit says. 
“Now we're going to have to rethink 
what we're going to become and how 
we re going to change.” 

Master distiller Lance Winters is 
still producing his signature Terroir 
Gin at St. George Spirits. But the 
Alameda-based company is also 
devoting 20 percent of its production 
line to the fabrication of hand 
sanitizer. Nominated for Outstanding 
Wine, Beer or Spirits Producer, 
Winters and his business partners 
realized that it wasn’t a dramatic leap 
to repurpose high proof beverage 
ethanol into a formula that could be 
used for the purpose of sanitization. 

They started putting it out in bulk 
— donating it toanumber of first 
responder groups in the area, like the 
Alameda Fire Department, Alameda 
transit employees, on down toa group 
like the West Oakland Punks With 
Lunch. They’ve been able to maintain 
social distancing witha skeleton 
crew and haven't laid any of those15 
full-time staff members off. But the 
production teams now rotate in ona 
day or an evening shift so that there’s 
no overlap between them. “Every 
single day the conversation is about 
the balancing act of being able to be 
safe but to go back to some semblance 
of normal,” Winters says. 

With a mix of strain and optimism 
in their voices, all of these Beard Award 
nominees have been adapting to daily 
news updates from government and 
health officials. Harris started the 
BV Bottle Club, a bar membership 
that has generated $30,000 for his 
employees’ GoFundMe platforms. 
Tusk and Techamuanvivit continue 
to pay the health care benefits to all of 
their employees, including the ones 
who were furloughed. Techamuanvivit 
believes that, in order to survive, her 
business model will have to embrace 
this transition period asifit werea 
marathon — and not the sprint that 
the eight weeks of PPP implies. 

Tusk hopes that people start 
to understand the challenge 
that restaurants are going to be 
facing, “because we re vital to 
neighborhoods.” She concludes, “We 
are the linchpin and the supply chain, 
up and down. We're the cornerstone of 
the community.” 


Jeffrey Edalatpour covers film, 
dining and the arts for SF Weekly. 


feedback@sfweekly.com 
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High Times’ Called Out For ‘Canna-Greed’ 





By Joe Kukura 


WHEN HIGH TIMES announced an 
$80 million deal April 28 to buy more 
than a dozen California cannabis 
dispensaries, the storied stoner brand 
called out one location in particular: 
the emerald jewel of the acquisition 
spree was to bearitzy shop in San 
Francisco’s Union Square. 

“We will literally be next to a Chanel 
store, Hightimes Holding Corp. 
executive chairman Adam Levin told 
Bloomberg News. 

Only one of the 13 statewide 
dispensaries in that deal is next to 
a Chanel — the 152 Geary Street 
location, formerly the John Varvatos 
store. That proposed dispensary still 
needs local and state permits before 
opening. But toits equity program- 
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approved co-owner, whose two-year 
quest for Planning Commission 
approval finally found success in 
February, the Hightimes Holding 
Corp. announcement cameasa 
complete surprise. 

“The press notified me after the 
deal was announced,” shop co-owner 
Alexis Bronson tells SF Weekly. And 
since then, he says “I have not heard 
anything” — not from High Times, or 
their holding corporation. 

When we talk about equity 
in cannabis, we usually mean 
representation for communities 
impacted by the war on drugs. In the 
age of Big Cannabis, large companies 
often have to partner with smaller, 
so-called “equity owners” in order to 
satisfy equity requirements like we 
have here in San Francisco. 

But there’s another way the word 
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Marijuana dispensary on Tuesday, May 19, 2020. Kevin N. Hume/s.F. Weekly 


equity is used in the legal marijuana 
industry. Private equity firms 
regularly put up the capital that small 
cannabis businesses need to operate, 
or even open, in the highly regulated 
and very costly California market. 
The proposed High Times 
dispensary is an intersectional crash 
of these two types of equity — as the 
iconic counterculture magazine High 
Times moves into the world of Wall 
Street investment deals. The outcome 
of this curious conflict could prove 
a potent case study in what private 
equity and social equity look like in 
the new and evolving recreational 
marijuana era. 


SMOKE & MIRRORS 


California retail-chain dispensaries 
are not like supermarket chains. Each 


Alexis Bronson stands for a portrait outside the vacant storefront at 152 Geary St. where he and his business partners have been trying to putina 


individual franchise is often legally 
structured as its own Limited Liability 
Corporation (LLC), soa given store can 
comply with cannabis regulations that 
differ between individual cities and 
counties. 

Bronson says his LLC is being used 
as a pawn by large, cutthroat corporate 
players. Bronson’s dispensary 
was initially to be named Havea 
Heart — as it was originally part of 
a Seattle-based chain of 10 Havea 
Heart dispensaries that spanned 
Washington, California, and Iowa. 

His LLC was called HAH 2 CA, andin 
compliance with San Francisco Office 
of Cannabis equity rules, he owneda 
40 percent share of that LLC and was 
appointed CEO. 

“I met the income guidelines,” he 
says, noting he satisfied other social 
justice criteria, as well: he’d been 


evicted in San Francisco and hasa 
previous cannabis arrest (although, he 
notes, he was not convicted). 

Yet just amonth after Bronson’s 
Have a Heart dispensary was approved 
by the Planning Commission, the Have 
a Heart brand merged with amuch 
larger Tempe, Arizona-based chain 
called Harvest Health and Recreation 
in an $85 million deal. Harvest already 
had three dozen dispensaries in legal 
states across the country, including 
one in Napa. 

Barely amonth later came the 
big news of Hightimes acquiring 13 
dispensaries across California for 
$80 million ina “mostly stock-based 
transaction.” Those dispensaries 
included the Have a Heart store in 
Union Square. 

But it’s not really 13 open and 
operating dispensaries. A close 
review of the Securities and Exchange 
Commission (SEC) filings for the 
High Times deal reveals that only five 
of the 13 dispensaries listed in the 
transaction are currently open. The 
other eight, like Bronson’s proposed 
Union Square dispensary, have 
permits still pending approval, or are 
applications in progress. 

Bronson alleges his partners 
secretly flipped their ownership 
shares into a company called Core 
Competencies, LLC. And while their 
intent in creating this limited liability 
corporation may be disputed, the 
SEC filing for the Hightimes deal 
does confirm in legal language that 
Bronson’s partners at Have a Heart 
“assigned their interests to Core 
Competencies LLC” — a distinction 
that is not made for any of the other 
co-owned dispensaries. 

“My business partners sold their 
shares in our entity behind my back, 
without my approval or consent as 
acting CEO,” he tells us. SF Weekly 
has reviewed emails and contract 
documents showing that Bronson 
then declined the offer sheet sent to 
him as the Harvest deal was closing, 
and that he was never notified of the 
subsequent Hightimes acquisition. 

So, if he refused to sign onto the 
terms of the first acquisition, does 
Bronson lose his stake now that 
the whole thing has been sold to 
Hightimes? We asked a prominent 
marijuana lawyer. 

“In a typical organization, the 
majority shareholder has control over 
the entity,” says cannabis attorney 
Omar Figueroa. (Bronson is only the 
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40 percent shareholder and does not 
hold a majority for that dispensary.) 
“He wouldn't lose his shares, it just 
means that he doesn’t have control, 
because he doesn’t have the voting 
shares to have that control.” 

We should note that other Have 
a Heart dispensary owners see the 
Hightimes deal as making sense for 
their equity business. 

“Due to the level of business 
capacity that retail cannabis 
businesses in California are in, and 
due to the gravity of how large these 
companies need to be, this type of 
situation does not surprise me, Havea 
Heart Downtown Oakland owner Josh 
Chase tells us. 

In San Francisco, any change in 
ownership must be approved by the SF 
Office of Cannabis. That office would 
not comment for this article, citing a 
policy on refraining from commenting 
on all permits that are still pending 
state and local review. Whether this 
dispensary is called Have a Heart of 
High Times, it’s stilla pending permit. 


NOT YOUR FATHER’S HIGH TIMES 


The old-school pot magazine you 
remember as High Times looked to be 
blooming into a marijuana empire in 
2017. That year, The New York Times 
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initially reported that a group of 
wealthy Los Angeles-based investors, 
including Bob Marley’s son, Damian, 
acquired the magazine for $70 million, 
establishing a new parent company 
called Hightimes Holding Co. 

However, the Times quickly issued 
a correction to that report, clarifying 
that “the group acquired a controlling 
stake that valued the magazine at $70 
million; it did not pay $70 million.” 
The initial hype was an omen of things 
to come. 

Hightimes pivoted its core business 
to producing Cannabis Cup events, 
and they went ona spending spree to 
acquire and put their name on many of 
the world’s biggest marijuana festivals. 
But closer to home, just one year after 
acquiring Humboldt County’s popular 
Reggae on the River music festival, the 
event was cancelled — and some of 
their other California Cannabis Cup 
events failed to get permits or were 
cancelled last-minute. 

Hightimes carried on witha grand 
plan for an IPO, hoping to list their 
shares on the NASDAQ exchange 
and ride the green rush to riches. But 
the company couldn’t secure much 
interest from the traditional investor 
community, so instead they turned toa 
much smaller, cannabis-specific penny 
stock exchange called the OTCQX, 
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and started a crowdfunding campaign 
aimed at their longtime readers and 
fans to launch anew mini-IPO. Months 
later, they are still trying to raise 
money. 

“What better way to enter the public 
markets than crowdsourcing our 
ticker? This was truly acommunity 
decision,” Hightimes CEO Stormy 
Simon said on March 11. “We wanted 
to open this up to our shareholders as 
this will be a symbol that defines us all 
for years tocome.” 

Simon resigned as Hightimes CEO 
on Monday, May 5, after less than 
four months on the job. The company 
is now onits third CEO in less thana 
year, a dubious sign for investors and 
the dispensaries involved, considering 
this supposedly $80 million 
transaction is an almost all-stock deal. 

“All-stock deals are like paying 
an IOU,” says Jacqueline McGowan, 
founder of the cannabis consulting 
firm G Street Consulting. “I like to call 
them ‘funny money deals.” 

The Hightimes stock offering 
is particularly surreal, because 
Hightimes stock still technically 
does not even exist. Hightimes sends 
potential investors three or four 
emails every day with messages like 
“Time is ticking, don’t miss out!,” often 
resending the same email five minutes 


later. The company has now extended 
its investor deadline at least seven 
times in the last 18 months. 

“It is nothing more than a Hail 
Mary,” McGowan tells SF Weekly. 
“Hightimes failed to secure the 
amount needed in their most recent 
attempt, and that means that they 
now needa hyped up story to tell 
their next round of investors. Harvest 
[the dispensary chain] isn’t selling 
Hightimes anything in the event the 
raise fails and Hightimes isn’t buying 
anything if they don’t magically make 
a bankroll appear. 

“This isn’t anything more than a 
fluff piece anda ploy to lure more of 
the public into buying Hightimes’ non- 
existent stock.” 


BURNT OUT 


But why woulda reputable cannabis 
retail chain sell their real-life, revenue- 
generating, brick-and-mortar stores 
for anon-existent stock? 

“California’s overly complicated, 
complex regulatory structure makes it 
uniquely challenging to thrive in,” says 
McGowan. “That, coupled with some 
of the highest taxes in the country, 
means that our state has becomea hot 
potato that most multi-state operators 
are thrilled to unload, Harvest Health 
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being the most recent.” 

And so, what may have been the first 
Union Square recreational cannabis 
dispensary — flanked by luxury 
brand names and peppered by curious 
tourists from states without legal 
pot — may ultimately be the victim of 
big cannabis vulture capitalists. The 
entire deal may simply go up ina cloud 
of legalese. 

The dirty little secret of the 
cannabis industry is that everyone's 
suing each other all the time, over 
unpaid bills, deals gone bad, and 
promised permits that didn’t come 
through. Have a Heart founder and 
CEO Ryan Kunkel is currently engaged 
in a legal battle with Harvest, and 
Harvest is currently suing another 
company to get out of a previous $240 
million merger deal. 

It seems that this deal could go the 
same way. For his part, Alexis Bronson 
vows he’s pulling his Union Square 
dispensary out. 

“The license is now 100 percent 
mine,’ he tells us. “I don’t want my 
reputation spoiled by corporate canna- 
greed.” 


Joe Kukura covers cannabis for 
SF Weekly. 


wT @ExcersingDrunk 


Sun 9 am - 6 pm 


Main 415.751.3516 ¢ Deli 415.751.6453 ¢ Antonelli Brother’s Meat 415.752.7413 ¢ Sweet Things Bakery 415.221.8583 


www.CaliMartSF.com 


SFWEEKLY.COM ® THURSDAY, MAY 21, 2020 © 5 


COVERSTORY \MUSKOFF 





By Veronica Irwin 


ONE WEEK, HIS car was keyed. The 
next, part of his side-view mirror 
was kicked offin a fruitless act of 
aggression. But despite parking on 
the streets of relatively-safe Potrero 
Hill, random vandalism is a regular 
occurrence when you owna Teslain 
San Francisco. 

“Tesla is a symbol of tech and 
wealth inequality,” says Erik Hansen, 
who drives a Model 3. He suspects 
the vandals were driven by anti- 
gentrification angst, which he 
sympathizes with — his wife was born 
and raised in San Francisco, and he 
seems regretful over the car’s techy 
associations, repeating frequently that 
he bought the car in the interest of 
sustainability, not status. 

Nevertheless, he understands 
that the sight of the sleek electric 
cars conjure a certain archetype 
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Carlos Gabriel outside the Tesla auto manufacturing facility in Fremont, Calif. on Tuesday, May 19, 2020. Gabriel, who started working for Tesla in January, is protesting going back to work at the 





facility as it reopens due to lack of social distancing and safety protoco/s to prevent a COV/D-19 outbreak.Photo: Kevin Hume/SF Examiner 


in the minds of many: that ofa 
privileged, coastal, liberal elite. The 
kind of young, Elon Musk devotee 
who might pontificate about the 
existential crisis of climate change 
while simultaneously exacerbating the 
housing crisis with their ability and 
willingness to pay high housing costs. 
But that’s not all Hansen’s ride 
symbolizes. In the wake of the 
coronavirus pandemic, and Tesla CEO 
Elon Musk’s very public battle with 
local officials over COVID-19-related 
work restrictions, the car has become 
enmeshed with Musk’s brash brand 
of techno-libertarianism. In the same 
month that he has fired off anumber 
of Trump-style Twitter rants calling 
society’s response to the coronavirus 
“dumb,” and saying politicians should 
“FREE AMERICA,” Musk defied 
Alameda County’s shelter-in-place 
order — calling workers back to Tesla’s 
Fremont plant on Monday, May 11. 
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Tesla filed a lawsuit against the county 
in an attempt to force reopening 
on May 9, which was dismissed on 
Wednesday. The CEO has also listed 
over $62.5 million dollars of personal 
property in California, saying he'll 
sell “almost all physical possessions” 
because stocks were “too high.” 

On Sunday, after facing a week 
of backlash in the press andin the 
form of protests by Tesla workers, 
Musk tweeted “take the red pill” —a 
reference to 1999 film The Matrix, 
in which taking a red pill “awakens” 
Keanu Reeves’ character to the truth 
of the universe. The reference has 
become an internet phenomenon 
amongst the alt-right and conspiracy 
theorists in recent years. Musk and the 
musician Grimes also announced the 
birth of their son earlier this month, 
named X A A-12 — and the couple 
can’t even agree on howto pronounce 
the name. The CEO’s media-grabbing 


eccentricity is at an all-time high. 
“People are going to be turning away 
from Tesla,” Hansen predicts. 


PERCEPTION & REALITY 


While Tesla owners like Hansen may 
be dealing with an acute sense of guilt 
by association and wonder whether 
they ought to sell their beloved electric 
vehicles, Tesla factory workers are 
facing a far tougher choice. 

“This is a life and death situation,” 
says one factory worker, who asked to 
keep his identity anonymous for fear 
of retribution. “There’s really no room, 
and this is a factory with recycled air. 
You re basically just breathing on each 
other.” 

It’s scary and frustrating, he adds, as 
it feels like Muskis putting his and his 
colleagues’ lives at risk in the pursuit 
of profit. 

A set of site-specific pandemic 


Workers Pump Brakes on Testa Plans to Reopen 


safety guidelines were generated via 
meetings between Alameda county 
and Tesla officials on Tuesday, one day 
after the factory was reopened against 
local public health orders. Musk had 
been threatening to reopen the plant 
for several weeks, and began calling 
some workers back to prepare for 
reopening at least as early as May 6. 
Donald Trump tweeted his support. 

“We are well-prepared to proceed 
safely and in alignment with all 
government precautions and the 
county’s requested safety measures,” 
Tesla’s Human Resources department 
said in an email to California workers 
the day after county guidelines were 
reached. A “Return to Work playbook” 
published by the company on May 
9 says they’ve provided Fremont 
and Alameda County officials with 
a risk assessment process, updated 
break room capacities, temperature 
screening protocol, and factory layouts 
demonstrating how employees are 
dispersed throughout the plant. It 
also says safety precautions are the 
“result of months of careful planning 
and preparation” modeled after 
practices established at the company’s 
Gigafactory 3 in Shanghai. 

But workers say the measures 
outlined in the HR memo and Return 
to Work playbook are not being 
implemented consistently on the 
Fremont factory floor, where plant 
management is still fumbling to 
establish safety guidelines on the fly. 

“They’re trying to implement the 
changes while everyone’s working,” 
says the same anonymous source. “It 
makes you wonder if your life is worth 
20 bucks an hour.” 


FEAR & FEALTY 


Unfortunately for the workers we 
interviewed, and those working on 
the factory floor in Fremont, Tesla is 
the only non-unionized automobile 
workforce of any major car company in 
the US, leaving employees with little 
recourse. 

All employees entering the plant 
since Monday, May 11, are supposed 
to have their hands sanitized, 
temperatures taken, and be given 
masks. By Thursday, May14, a 
20-minute grace period between shifts 
was instituted to lower the risk of close 
contact between employees exiting 
and entering the plant. However, 
employees say this grace period, which 
was shortened to just 10 minutes the 
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following day, is insufficient to reduce 
exposure between shifts numbering 
over 1,000 people. 
Some break rooms now have 
plexiglass dividers, and the plant 
has reportedly experimented with 
staggering break times. However, 
employees say these changes are 
inconsistent throughout the plant and 
changed repeatedly during the last 
week. Additionally, though an internal 
company email sent on May 7 says 
that employees not following social 
distancing protocols will be sent home 
on unpaid leave, multiple sources 
at the plant say some employees are 
refusing masks and other protocols 
without punishment. According to 
the anonymous employee we spoke 
to, many of the workers resisting 
protocols are doing so as a political act 
of “unmasking” — aligning themselves 
with the President and their CEO. 
Others remove their masks in order to 
breathe after hours of physical labor. 
“lve never worked for a company 
as cultish as Tesla,” says Carlos 
Gabriel, an assembly line worker who 
has refused to return to the plant 
because of safety concerns. There’s 
no published count of the number 
of workers refusing to return, but 
the anonymous source we spoke to 
estimated that 5-10 percent of workers 
expected at his shifts were absent. 
Though Tesla has said workers who 
refuse to return will remain employed 
on “unpaid leave,” Gabriel isn’t holding 
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out hope. “If you speak up you're either 
fired, frowned upon, or picked on.” 

Fremont police have reportedly 
made a few, brief appearances to 
verify whether social distancing 
measures are enforced. But no source 
we spoke with has seen or heard of 
police inspecting populated parts of 
the plant, such as busy the assembly 
lines for the Model 3, which is staffed 
by over 1,000 workers each day. The 
anonymous source said he saw police 
inspecting the Model Y assembly line, 
which has a different configuration 
andis not yet fully staffed. 

Geneva Bosques, the public affairs 
manager for the Fremont Police 
Department, attributes this toa lack 
of resources, saying that Fremont PD 
“would simply not have the capacity 
to do [inspections] for every business 
in Fremont, as we have thousands.” 
She says they have not been asked by 
the County Health Officer to conduct 
regular onsite visits at the Tesla plant, 
and that their compliance enforcement 
has been strictly complaint-based 
since mid-March. Bosques did say 
police were given full access to the 
facility in an inspection last week, and 
that Tesla had “met or exceeded safety 
standards in every area we were asked 
to view.” 

However, employees at the plant 
say safety measures are not taken 
seriously. “They pretty much say that 
this is a personal responsibility” for 
workers to socially distance within the 
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plant, according to the anonymous 
source. Everyone’s just mixing 
around,’ he says, and “there’s really 

no organization” suchas guided exit 
and entry pathways — something he 
expected after seeing similar measures 
in grocery stores. 

Additionally, employee evaluations, 
which determine everything from 
bonus payouts to whether a worker 
stays employed at the plant, put 
workers in an even tougher spot. The 
language outlining these evaluations, 
which has not been adjusted to 
reflect updated safety guidelines, 
encourages enthusiasm,” and 
“teamwork.” According to sources, 
such attributes are often expressed 
in the form of employees assisting 
their colleagues with hands-on tasks 
that are impossible to execute ata 
six-foot distance. Attendance is also 
a core measure for evaluations, and 
the employees we spoke to fear they 
can still be punished for not coming 
into work, though Tesla has said there 
would be no repercussions for those 
who stay home due to health concerns. 


SWEAT INEQUITY 


“It’s amodern day sweatshop,” says 
Gabriel, who helped organize a small 
protest outside the Fremont factory 
on Saturday, May 16. “They’re using all 
the tactics they can to keep you from 
leaving.” 

By way of example, Gabriel says that 





workers sa y conditions on the factor vy floor are often ‘shoulder-to-shoul/der.’ Photo: Tesla 


all employees’ accrued paid time off 
(PTO) was disbursed just before the 
week began. Tesla said in an email that 
this was required by California law 
as a part of an employee’s extended 
furlough. Gabriel believes the move 
was made in order to force employees 
back to the plant, by depriving them 
of the ability to cashin their PTO 
reserves while staying home. 

Shifts at the plant are arduous 
and long — lasting between 8 and 
12 hours. A 61-year-old assembly 
line employee named Art, who was 
only comfortable sharing his first 
name, says he and his colleagues work 
“shoulder to shoulder,” with no room 
for 6 feet of distance. Workers, many 
of whom travel in Tesla shuttles to the 
plant from several hours away, wake 
up as early as 3:30 a.m. to start work at 
the plant between 5 a.m.and6a.m. 

Gabriel says he often works 72- 
hour weeks, and Art says he doesn’t 
know whether his 8-hour shift will 
be extended to 10 hours, or when 
his breaks will be, until he arrives to 
work that day. Oftentimes, he says, 
he’s unable to eat the lunch friends 
and family bring for his shift, because 
his lunch break will be called hours 
earlier or later than expected. He adds 
that shift breaks are the bare legal 
minimum — 35 minutes for lunch, and 
10 minutes to rest every two to three 
hours — which is difficult to maximize 
when he has to walk to break rooms 
located far from the assembly line. 
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A ‘DISPOSABLE’ WORKFORCE 


Before Tesla took control of the 
Fremont plant, the facility was 
operated by General Motors, which 
opened the factory in 1962. 

Between then and 2010, when 
Tesla took ownership of the facility, 
the plant went through some 
significant changes — most notably 
when it transformed from a GM-only 
manufacturing operation toa joint 
GM-Toyota venture known as New 
United Motor Manufacturing, Inc., 
or NUMMI. During its time under 
GM andthen as NUMML, the factory 
was a gravitational force for working 
class people from all over the Bay Area. 
The only unionized Toyota plant in 
America, it provided income security, 
benefits anda defined path to a middle 
class life. It was more than a factory. It 
was a symbol of upward mobility. 

The economic fallout of the plant’s 
closure loomed large as the final 
Toyota Corolla rolled off the assembly 
line in April of 2010. More than 4,700 
factory employees were out of work. 
Local satellite companies, which 
made parts and other supplies for the 
massive plant, were impacted as well. 

But Tesla took over the former 
NUMMI campus just six months later, 
in October of 2010. And in the years 
that followed, many former NUMMI 
employees returned to the Fremont 
factory to work for Musk. 

But according to Gabriel, while 
many in the region appreciate the 
jobs that Musk provides to locals, the 
feeling is not mutual. 

“They don’t consider themselves 
part of this community,” says Gabriel, 
noting that Musk has been looking 
at moving the factory from the Bay 
Area for months. While moving the 
factory from the Bay Area could be 
catastrophic for the local economy 
— the plant, which employs 10,000 
people, is one of the few remaining 
regional suppliers of blue-collar jobs 
— it would also signal the end of an 
era. 

In threatening to move the plant, 
Gabriel says that Muskis saying, “’m 
going to move somewhere that allows 
me to kill my workers.” For him and 
those that stand with him, re-opening 
the plant at the risk of employees’ 
health is the final straw. 

“We are disposable to them,’ Gabriel 
says. 

Tesla did not respond to requests for 
comment. 


Veronica Irwin is a contributing 
writer to SF Weekly. 


yy @vroniriwn 
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SF's ‘Crown-Jewel Literary Journal,’ Turns 35 





Established in1985, ‘Zyzzyva' has published works by Raymond Carver and Amy Tan. 





The cover of the current issue of ‘Zyzzyva.’ Photo: ‘Zyzzyva’ 


By Mike Huguenor 


DURING A RECENT Litquake on 
Lockdown event, Jane Ganahl, co- 
founder of the San Francisco literary 
festival, Litquake, described the small 
but powerful local lit mag Zyzzyva as 
“the crown-jewel literary journal of the 
Bay Area.” She is not wrong. 

Since its founding 35 years ago 
this spring, Zyzzyva (named after 
the dictionary-concluding American 
weevil) has published new works by 
both Raymond Carver and Amy Tan. 
It was the first journal to present 
Haruki Murakami to an English- 
language audience. Issue 1, published 
backin the spring of 1985, featured 
poetry by Alice Walker, and “Carpe 
Diem,” ashort story by Lucia Berlin 
who, in 2015, became a literary 
phenomenon with the publication of 
her posthumous collection, A Manual 
For Cleaning Women (currently 
being adapted into a film by Pedro 
Almodovar). 

For the last decade, Zyzzyva has 
been run by Laura Cogan and Oscar 
Villalon, who, along with editorial 
assistant Zack Ravas, manage nearly 
every aspect of the magazine. In 
addition to editing its three annual 


issues, the two read roughly 2,000 
manuscript submissions a year, write 
grant proposals, maintain the website, 
and send out mail orders. Under their 
editorial custody, the journal has 
introduced readers to new works by 
authors like Pulitzer Prize nominee 
Tommy Orange, Hugo-winner Charlie 
Jane Anders, and Rebecca Solnit, who, 
among many other achievements, 
coined the word mansplain. 

Cogan, aSan Francisco native, says 
what defines her city in the literary 
world is its diversity. 

“What I really love about the literary 
culture here is the diversity of voices 
and perspectives. It’s just so dynamic,” 
she says. “The reason we do what we do 
with the journal is to help readers find 
out what’s happening in contemporary 
literature here.” 

Before his role as the magazine’s 
managing editor, Villalon edited 
for McSweeney’s, and the Chronicle 
before that. He says writing from the 
Bay Area is distinct from the writing 
published in New York, because the 
latter is “closer to Rome.” 

“Part of what characterizes San 
Francisco literature is that it’s not 
already codified by big publishing in 
New York,” he says. “So you don’t know 
that you're not supposed to do certain 
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things. You're free to pursue whatever 
itis that interests you — or whatever it 
is that’s haunting you — and try to pin 
it down.” 

Issue 118, out now and current 
through summer, is a kind of literary 
monadology, a weaving-together of 
many distinct (and distinctly Bay Area) 
voices. Among its 33 pieces of fiction, 
poetry, essay, and art, area bittersweet 
essay by USF professor Dave Madden, 
an excerpt from a forthcoming novel 
by Pushcart-prize winner Lysley 
Tenorio, anda poem about the JFK 
assassination called “Zapruder Film 
Blooper Reel.” 

Villalon describes sequencing each 
issue as an act of finding its particular 
rhythm. 

“When you juxtaposea story ora 
poem you see how they inform each 
other, the mood of each piece. We try 
to play those against each other to 
create a rhythm to the whole thing.” 

Issue 118 ends with “Before and 
After,” a quietly unsettling short by 
emerging author Elizabeth Reichert, 
in which an American ex-pat living 
in Hong Kong finds himself caught 
in aslow reenactment of a childhood 
tragedy. 

“We ended with Elizabeth’s 
story partly because we wanted to 
emphasize the power of that ending, 
the discovery of this narrator,” Villalon 
says. We wanted to leave people with 
that note of him realizing the type of 
person he really is.” 

In addition to the journal, Cogan 
and Villalon have also expanded 
Zyzzyva's literary involvement to 
include some two dozen yearly reading 
events (all of which are currently 
taking place online), regular writers’ 
workshops, anda website which hosts 
new book reviews and writer Q&As. 

And while surviving 35 yearsasa 
small-run, print-only lit journal in 
San Francisco is cause enough for 
celebration, Cogan says Zyzzyva’s role 
in the lit scene is still growing. 

“We’re hoping to shift from 
thinking about Zyzzyva as an isolated 
publication, to looking at this asa 
community organization, wherein the 
events, the website, the workshops, 
and the journal all work in concert to 
support the contemporary literary 
arts.” 


Mike Huguenor covers music, art 
and culture for SF Weekly. 


WW) @mikehuguenor 
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Thao Goes Viral 


The Get Down Stay Down leader innovates amid uncertainty. 


By John-Paul Shiver 


“PHENOM” — THE SECOND single 
from Thao & The Get Down Stay 
Down’s new album, Temple — became 
something of a viral hit when it was 
released in early April. It was picked 

up by local outlets (I wrote about it for 
48 Hills) as well as national arbiters 

of culture, including Variety. The 
innovative visual, billed as the first 
music video produced using Zoom, will 
one day serve as a musical time capsule 
for these strange days. 

Since the onset of COVID-19 
pandemic, the virtual meeting 
platform has become a verb, serving as 
the colloquial shorthand for company 
tele-meetings, digital classrooms, and 
virtual happy hours amongst friends. 
Just as the world was getting friendly 
with the platform, Thao Nguyen 
demonstrated some literal outside- 
the-box thinking — disrupting the 
very idea of what a Zoom session 
might sound and look like. 

The original concept for the 
“Phenom” music video — a staged 
one, to be filmed in Los Angeles, where 
Ngyen currently lives — was scrapped 
due to the shelter-in-place orders 
that came down in March. Nguyen’s 
manager suggested they shoot an 
alternative using the suddenly very 
popular video conferencing software. 
They moved fast to conceive, rehearse, 
shoot and finish the clip. In total, it 
tooka week to complete. 

“It took the co-director and 
choreographer Erin Murray probably 
a couple of days to choreograph for 
Zoom, then a full day of rehearsal with 
all the dancers on Zoom, then a full day 
of shooting and doing takes on Zoom,” 
Nguyen —a Virginia native andlongtime 
Bay Area denizen — explains via email. 
She says that while the choreography and 
performance were all captured live, the 
finished product did go through a post- 
production process to address things like 
internet lag in some of the dancer’s grid 
spaces. “But everyone was performing 
each full take live. Very impressive 
planning and calculations were taking 
place. For example, we had to alllog out 
and call back in a different order forme to 
end up being the head of the body,” Thao 
notes, referring to the muscular figure, 
constructed by seven people around the 
1:40-mark. 

It required eight takes to get the full 
song right and then numerous run- 
throughs to perfect the performance 
and choreography. When all was said and 
done, Nguyen and the rest of the team 
spent 10 hours rehearsing and another 
10 hours shooting. That’s alot of Zoom- 
ing for one week. 

Onthe whole, Temple isa departure 





Thao Nguyen 


from the classic Thao & The Get Down 
Stay Down vibe. Citing great changes in 
her life — suchas scoring commissions, 
guest-hosting the podcast Song 
Exploder, and buyinga house with her 
girlfriend, to whom she is now married 
— Nguyen says she felt this record 
needed to break with tradition. 

Once listeners get rhythmically 
distanced from the first couple of songs 
— title track “Temple,” with its synth- 
pop orbit, and “Phenom,” withits plucky 
bass twitch — the album shifts gears, 
favoring twang over bump. The wavy 
“Pure Cinema,” the penultimate track 
on side A, is rock balladry witha layer of 
theremin-frequency surface noise. 

The second song on the record's 
flip side, “Disclaim,” features sneaky 
experimental flourishes and recalls the 
verve of Laurie Anderson, whispering 
truth to power. Nguyen saysit was “written 
in the voice ofanamalgamation of some 
insolent and insidious men we havelong 
suffered.” Thesong’s stuttering refrain: “But 
how could weeven know?” 

“Imissed all those sonic roots and felt 
that this album wouldbea place where 
allcould exist,” Nguyen says. “It’staken 
adecent while but Iwas ready tocome 
homeandincorporate all the zig. This 
record was very much about us (mylong 
time bandmate Adam Thompson who 
co-produced with me) reallylistening to 
and executing our musicalinstincts, the 
most significant changes being unlimited 
room to flesh out ourindividualideasand 
incorporate themas needed, in service of 
eachmoment of eachsong.” 

“How Could!” veersin the power-pop 
lane, and “Lion on the Hunt” weaves 
togethera stuttering drum line with Thao’s 
multi-flow enunciation. Instead of breaking 
outinto some type ofimprovhip-hop 
expanse, which she’s been known todo, 
Nguyen finds the middle ground. 


John-Paul Shiver covers music for 
SF Weekly. 


Pod @channelsubtext 
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Longtime Upper Playground collaborator Sam Flores was tapped to design the initial Upper 
Playground offering of the new “Stoked” cannabis line. Art: Sam Flores 


By Zack Ruskin 


THERE ARE RULES in California 
that prohibit the production of 
cannabis packaging that might appeal 
to children. Though that may mean 
we ll never see the likes of Toucan Sam 
toking up ona (legal) jar of Chemdawg, 
the artwork used by cannabis brands 
across the state still runs the gamut 
from cartoonish to couture. 

Upper Playground’s Ludovic 
Lacourte wants to take things further. 
Since the late 1990s, the Bay Area 

streetwear brand Upper Playground 
has occupied an important place in 
the local culture. With a flagship 
Lower Haight store located on 
Fillmore Street, Upper Playground 
has successfully collaborated with 
numerous artists in the region, 
including Jeremy Fish, Estevan Oriol, 
and Sam Flores. 

Primarily known for producing 
shirts, beanies, and other clothing 
items, Upper Playground has now 
become the latest brand to align itself 
with legalized weed. The idea? Put the 
focus on the artists, not the plant. 

“Tlove working with artists and 
supporting their development,” 
Lacourte explained to SF Weekly, “but 
in the context of cannabis, weed is 
always the hero. It’s all about different 
strains and THC percentages. At Upper 
Playground, the heroes are the artists 
— not the shirt.” 


The vision for Upper Playground’s 
new Stoked” line is to celebrate artists 
by offering them the chance to use 
product packaging (in this case, a 
child-proof bag) as a canvas. Longtime 
Upper Playground collaborator Sam 
Flores was tapped by Lacourte to 
design the initial offering: a run of 
1,500 bags. 

His art, which features a goddess 
figure with flowers in her hair and 
ajoint in her hand, is not only the 
centerpiece of Upper Playground’s 
first limited release, dubbed the 
“Select” line, but has also been printed 
onto sweatshirts, totes, and other 
apparelitems. 

“It was a lot of fun working with 
Upper Playground on these new 
packages for the weed line,” Flores 
wrote in an email. “It makes perfect 
sense. Upper Playground has always, 
to me, meant working on another 
level or a higher plane of existence or 
consciousness — the same place where 
our weed will take you!” 

Upper Playground’s Select line is 
currently available to purchase by 
means of a licensed delivery service 
serving the greater Bay Area. Though 
that run is limited to 1,500, the brand 
is complementing the product with 
two additional strains that they plan to 
keep regularly stocked. 

As an additional bonus, each of 
the 1,500 bags of Upper Playground’s 
Select strain also include a baseball 
card bearing the art of Flores tucked 


Upper Playground Launches Cannabis Line 


inside. Akin to the past delight of 
discovering the prize deep within a box 
of Cracker Jacks, the inclusion of these 
trading cards is, as Lacourte sees it, yet 
another way to showcase the artists 
that have always been at the heart of 
Upper Playground. 

Lacourte confesses his excitement 
over the trading card idea may 
have led him to indulge a bit in his 
perfectionism. 

“T got 2,500 of the cards that I threw 
out because they just weren't quite 
right,” he said. 

In the case of the cannabis packaged 
in Flores’s work, Lacourte paired the 
artist with a grower from Santa Cruz. 
He nowhas the artist at work on 
the line’s second release, which will 
reportedly feature the likeness of the 
Statue of Liberty and is due to arrive 
by July. 

The hope, as Lacourte explains, is to 
continue connecting master growers 
with Upper Playground’s stable of 
artists to produce unique, limited- 
edition collaborations as a means of 
providing both parties with income 
and exposure. 

Additionally, once a given run of 
Select weed is gone, the artwork will 
still be available in the form of hoodies, 
stickers and more. 

“We're releasing along with the 
actual seasons — spring, summer, 
etc. — but it might become monthly 
at some point too,” Lacourte said. “It 
will happen as frequently as we can 
sell out. We've also been speaking with 
Jeremy Fish about whether he would 
be interested in curating artists for us 
too.” 

What Lacourte is really focused on is 
returning consumers to the moment of 
joy he equates with opening something 
special. He hopes the Select line will 
reignite a sensation that he worries 
has yet to be captured by the legal 
cannabis industry thus far. 

“Whether you're a soda drinker, 

a weed smoker, ora wine drinker, 
getting the thing and opening it 
should bea really happy moment,” 
Lacourte says. “That’s part of what I 
was responding to with this idea: the 
notion that there’s so much stuff out 
there and it’s all about ‘weed weed 
weed. What’s another conversation 
we could have? Let’s talk about artists.” 


Zack Ruskin covers news, culture 
and music for SF Weekly. 


feedback@sfweekly.com | yw @zackruskin 


Take Out and Delivery 


5-10 PM Daily « 415 921-7600 


DoorDash - Grubhub « Postmates « Uber Eats 


——_ 


The Braze Head 


3166 Buchanan @ Greenwich e Tel: (415) 921-7600 
www.brazenheadsf.com 


2x1 Arepas $15 
2x1 Punches 


Delivery Available: UberEat or Postmates 


3047 Mission @ Cesar Chavez * 415.374.5747 





SFWEEKLY.COM *® THURSDAY, MAY 21, 2020 


NS N02 oS \\\\\Y 


Ultra 0 Releases a Soun 





By Will Reisman 


AT WHAT POINT will we define the 
music made during these tumultuous, 
isolated times? 

As the weeks stretch into months, 
artists such as the Mountain Goats, 
Nine Inch Nails others are turning toa 
particular brand of music, producing 
songs that are claustrophobic and 
angsty, austere and sparse — reflective 
of conditions where social distancing 
is the norm and collaborative works 
are wishful thinking. 

If musicologists ever determine 
aname for these creations — 
COVIDcore? Flugaze? — the latest 
EP from the Oakland-based quarter 
Ultra Q will fit neatly within the 
genre. Created and recorded in just 
two weeks, mainly by chief songwriter 
Jakob Armstrong (son of Green Day 
legend Billie Joe), the seven-track 
release, Ina Cave ina Video Game, is 
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Led by Jakob Armstrong, son of Green Day's Billy-Joe Armstrong, Ultra Q had plans to tour before COV/D-19 derailed them. Photo: Courtesy Ultra Q 


everything you would expect from an 
album made in lockdown. 

The songs veer from plinky MIDI 
interludes through ’80s video game 
soundscapes onto feverish punk 
anthems. They feel languid and 
confined, bored and hyperactive, 
reminiscent of someone who is 
desperate to runa full-court sprint 
but can’t race beyond the four walls 
of his bedroom. That beguiling mix 
of restlessness and fatigue offers a 
surprisingly consoling soundtrack for 
these days — if you're going fucking 
stir crazy, you might as well listen to 
something that mirrors the feeling. 

“We really missed going out to 
live shows and seeing our friends 
perform, and I think this was our way 
of creating something that would fill 
that void,” Armstrong says. “We never 
had any intention of releasing this to 
the public, but after taking a listen, 
we were all like, “Well this is pretty 
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cool, actually.’ It was completely of the 
moment and we were proud of it, soit 
was exciting to put this out.” 

Armstrong wrote and recorded the 
bulk of the material over a two-week 
periodin March. He would share 
the foundations of the songs over 
FaceTime with his band members— 
brothers Enzo and Chris Malaspina, 
and Kevin Judd—who would provide 
feedback and finishing touches to the 
tracks. 

The 21-year-old Armstrong met his 
bandmates backin elementary school, 
where during the fourth grade he was 


blown away by Malaspina’s drumming. 


Armstrong and the two Malaspina 
brothers (Enzo is the guitarist) 
eventually met up with Judd, who 
claimed he knew how to play bass in 
order to join forces with the trio. (He 
didn’t, but he does now.) 

After performing under various 
monikers for several years, the group 


settled on the name Ultra Q in 2019 
and began playing local shows in 
earnest. They also released We're 
Starting to Get Along, a five-song 
collection of indie pop nuggets. 

Their latest EP has a schizophrenic 
vibe. The opening track, “Drkwv,” is an 
instrumental tribute to Earthbound, 
a role-playing Nintendo video game 
popularized in the 90s (the band’s 
name comes from a beloved Japanese 
action series with a cult following.) 
From that sample-heavy piece, the 
sound quickly transitions to a 100 
miles-per-minute rocker, “Rosy,” and 
then to the spiky, post-punk piece 
“Sticnpoke.” There is another wordless 
arcade homage (appropriately called 
“Plunk”) to act asa palate cleanser fora 
second half of the album that features 
mostly frenzied, fast-paced numbers. 

https://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=rFJDtImPiwo 

Eschewing the pop-punk formula 


dtrack to Lockdown 


that made his dad famous, Armstrong 
leans heavily on indie rock flourishes, 
fitting for someone who considers 
mainstays like the Walkmen and 
Interpol among his favorite bands. 
Aboveall, Ultra Q sounds like the 
Strokes, eerily emulating that group’s 
penchant for taut guitars, synthetic 
drum sounds and sticky, muddled 
vocals. 

That said, it’s impossible to ignore 
the similarities between Armstrong’s 
voice and that of his father. Both 
settle into that faux-British punk 
sneer, shifting suddenly between 
indifference and defiance. Instead of 
shying away from the comparison, 
Armstrong gracefully acknowledges 
the likenesses in his delivery. 

“At first, I was a little self-conscious, 
but it’s not like I’m trying to mimic him 
or anything,” Armstrong says. “That’s 
just how my voice comes naturally. I 
think there are probably some genetics 
working there.” 

Even though both he and his 
brother, Joey (a drummer with 
SWMRS) are playing music, Armstrong 
says his father never pushed him to 
follow in his footsteps. In fact, he says 
his dad encouraged him to play sports. 
The younger Armstrong gave football a 
goin high school, but ultimately found 
his way to music. 

“I tried sports, and fora while I just 
wanted to bea painter,” Armstrong 
says. But it became impossible to 
ignore my love for music.” 

Armstrong says he deeply misses 
the energy and excitement of playing 
live shows. The group intended on 
creating more of a name for itself 
through a packed schedule of local 
gigs, but with the coronavirus 
quarantine scuttling those plans, 
Armstrong says Ultra Q will consider 
their next steps. He says he and his 
fellow bandmates are acutely aware of 
their good fortune — all of them are 
living at home with their parents at the 
moment, so they aren't scrambling to 
figure out their immediate future. 

Until the cloud of uncertainty 
lifts, Ultra Q will likely to continue 
to operate remotely, adding more 
contributions to the growing canon 
of COVID-19 creations. For all of us 
stuck at home, that’s the best we can 
hope for. 


Will Reisman covers music for 
SF Weekly. 


feedback@sfweekly.com 








Power Players 


Is it wrong that I'm turned on by Nazis banging each other? 


By Dan Savage 





HERE’S ANON-COVID question 
for you: I’m a queer white female in 

a monogamish marriage. I vote left, 

T abhor hatred and oppression, and 

I engage in activism when I can. I’m 
also turned on by power differentials: 
authority figures, uniforms, hot guys 
doing each other. Much to my horror 
this thing for power differentials plus 
too many WW2 movies asa kid has 
always meant that for my brain (or 
for my pussy) Nazis are hot. Fuck me, 
right? 

Other maybe relevant bits of info: 
I’m not interested in roleplaying 
with actual partners, I’m fairly sure 
this proclivity is not reflective of any 
deeper issues, and I’m both sexually 
and emotionally fairly well sorted. Not 
perfect, but fine working order and 
allthat. And! get it: people like what 
they like, don’t judge yourself for your 
fetishes, just get off without being 
an asshole to anyone. The problem 
is that my usual way of getting off on 
and indulging my fantasies is to read 
erotic fiction on the internet. l’dlove 
your input on whether seeking out 
Nazi porn is problematic for some of 
the same reasons that porn depicting 
sex with kids is problematic. Am I 
normalizing and trivializing fascism? 

— Freaking About Search Histories 


Seeking out child porn — searching 
forit online, downloading it, collecting 
images of children being raped and 
sexually abused — is problematic (and 
illegal) because it creates demand 
for more child porn, which results 
in more children being raped and 
sexually abused. The cause-and-effect 
is obvious, FASH, the victims are real, 
and the harm done is incalculable. 

But while it may discomfort 
someone to knowa nice married 
lady who donates to all the right 
causes is furiously masturbating to 
dirty stories about hot guys in Nazi 
uniforms doing each other, FASH, no 
one ever has to know that. So you do 
no harm — not even the supposed 
harm of discomforting someone — 
when you privately enjoy the fucked 
up stories you enjoy. And while there 
are doubtless some actual Nazis who 
enjoy reading dirty stories about other 
Nazis, most people turned on by dirty 
stories about Nazis are turned on 
despite themselves and their politics. 
Transgressive sexual fantasies don’t 
arouse us because they violate societal 
norms and expectations (ina safe 
and controlled manner), FASH, but 
because they allow us to violate our 


sense of ourselves too (ditto). Just 
as a feminist can have rape fantasies 
without actually wanting to be raped 
herself or for anyone else to be raped, a 
person can have sexual fantasies about 
hot guys in Nazis uniforms doing each 
other without wanting Nazis to come 
to power. 

[have to say it was easier to give 
anti-Nazi Nazi fetishists like you 
a pass — to shrug and say “you do 
you” but please keep it to yourself 
— before racist demagogues, white 
supremacists, and anti-Semites 
started marching around waving 
Trump flags. But no one picks their 
kinks and being told “that shouldn’t 
turn you on” has never madea 
problematic or transgressive kink less 
arousing. And when you consider the 
number of non-erotic novels, movies, 
and television shows the culture 
cranks out year after year — and how 
many actually trivialize fascism (I’m 
talking to you, Hunters) — it’s seems 
insane to drawalineand say, “OK, this 
story about Nazisisn’t okay because 
that lady over there masturbated while 
reading it in private.” 


HEAVY HITTING 


I’m an apartment-dweller in 

a dense urban area. Last night I 
overheard my neighbors having 

sex — no big deal, right? I consider 
myself a sex-positive person, and 

have always held and espoused the 
belief that if you can’t have loud sexin 
your own home, where can you have 
it? But the sex I overheard last night 
was fairly kinky. Someone Ireadasa 
cis man was dominating someone | 
read as acis woman. They were in the 
apartment right across from mine — 
about 20 feet away — and my bedroom 
window faces theirs. There was a lot 

of derogatory talk, hitting, name- 
calling, giving orders, and some crying. 
I could tell it was consensual — she 
was very clearly having a good time 

— and] eavesdropped long enough 

to witness the post-coital return to 
equilibrium. Everything seemed great. 
But physically I experienced this as 
overheard violence. I was shaking 

and hada hard time getting to sleep 
afterwards. I’m glad I stuck around 
until the end. It helped me feel better. 

I guess what I’m saying is that I needed 
some aftercare. I’m still thinking about 
it this morning, and I’m concerned 
that being triggered by my neighbor’s 
sex is going to become a regular part of 
my life. I’m wondering about the ethics 
of the situation: Do kinky folks have 
an obligation to muffle potentially 
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triggering sounds? Oris any overheard 
sex potentially triggering to someone 
and am I therefore applying a double 
standard here? What do you think? 

— The Vanilla Neighbor 


You went from overhearing kinky sex 
to eavesdropping on it — meaning, 
you went from accidentally hearing 
your neighbors fucking to intently 
listening as your neighbors fucked. 
And you needed to do that. You heard 
something that sounded violent but 
hearing more led you to guess it was 
consensual sex and listening all the 
way to the end — all the way through 
the aftercare — confirmed your guess 
was correct. So for your own peace 

of mind, TVN, you needed to keep 
listening. But you don't need to listen 
next time. If it triggers you to hear 
your neighbors fucking, don’t listen. 
Close the window and crank up some 
music or go fora walk and listen toa 
podcast. 

That said, TVN, you raise an 
interesting ethical question: Are 
kinksters — particularly the kind 
of kinksters who enjoy verbal abuse 
and impact play — obligated to keep 
it down? While I think people should 
be considerate of their neighbors, 
people are allowed to have sex in their 
own homes, TVN, andit’s not like 
vanilla sex is always quiet. Butif the 
sex a couple enjoys could easily be 
misinterpreted as abuse or violence by 
someone who accidentally overhears 
it, that couple might wanna close 
the window and turn up some music 
themselves — not only to avoid 
alarming the neighbors, but to spare 
themselves the hassle of explaining 
their kinks toa cop. 

For the record: I would tell the 
person who enjoys a good single- 
tail whipping to find a soundproof 
dungeon to enjoy that in (because that 
shit is loud) but I wouldn't tell a person 
who screams her head off during PIV 
intercourse to find a soundproof box 
(even though her shit is just as loud). 
Instead I would urge her fuck at 8 p.m. 
when most people are awake, rather 
than 2a.m., when most people are 
asleep. (It can be annoying listening 
to someone screamfuck but it’s even 
more annoying to have your sleep 
ruined by a screamfucker.) Is thisa 
double standard? Perhaps. But it’s one 
I’m willing to endorse. 


mail@savagelove.net 
Follow Dan Savage on 
Twitter @fakedansavage 
savagelovecast.com 
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Unemployment Benefits For The Undocumented 
The DRAI fund helps Californians ineligible for the CARES Act 


due their citizenship status. 


By Christopher B. Dolan 


: [have lost my job because of 
the virus. lam not permitted for work 
even though I have lived here 10 years. 
My wife lost her job because she has 
to care for the kids. They tell me that 
Ican’t get unemployment, but I read 
that Ican get a check from California. 
Can I? Can my wife? Thanks. 


A ; Dear Arturo, this virus has 
harmed so many people and its 
impact seems to fall hardest on one 
of the hardest working populations: 
immigrants. As Governor Newsom 
recently stated, “Californiais the 
most diverse state in the nation. 
Our diversity makes us stronger and 
more resilient ... Every Californian, 
including our undocumented 
neighbors and friends, should know 
that California is here to support them 
during this crisis. We are all in this 
together.” 

The Federal Government, through 
legislation, created a “stimulus 
program” under the CARES act 
which gave one-time payments of 
up to $1,200 per person, $2,400 per 
household, and up to $500.00 per 
qualifying child. This relief is only 
available to people with 

permission to workin the U.S. 

Governor Newsom, through an 
executive order, created the Disaster 
Relief Assistance for Immigrants 
(DRAI) project which has authorized 
up to $75,000,000 in state funding 
to go to undocumented Californians 
affected by the novel coronavirus. An 
additional $50,000,000 is being raised 
through private contributions. Eligible 
applicants can receive up to $500 per 
adult, with amaximum of $1,000 per 
household. 

A person is eligible if they can 
provide information demonstrating 
first that they are an undocumented 
adult (person over the age of 18); 
second, are not eligible for federal 
COVID-19 related assistance, like the 
CARES Act tax stimulus payments or 
pandemic unemployment benefits; 
and third, that they have experienced a 
hardship asa result of COVID-19. 

To be eligible you must provide 
information and documentation to 
verify your identity, home or mailing 
address, and to demonstrate that you 
have been impacted by COVID-19 
(showing you lost your job, couldn’t 
work because of caring for an sick 
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relative or a child who couldn't go to 
school, amember of your household 
lost their job affecting the ability to 
pay for the rent, food, etc.). 

The program and funds are being 
administered by 12 nonprofits 
throughout the state. In the Bay Area 
(Alameda, Contra Costa, Marin, San 
Francisco, San Mateo and Santa Clara) 
the program is being administered by 
Catholic Charities of California which 
can be reached at (866) 490-3899 
and online at cceb.org (Alameda and 
Contra Costa), at catholiccharitiessf. 
org (Marin, San Francisco & San 
Mateo), and at catholiccharitiesscc. 
org (Santa Clara). They can provide 
additional information on eligibility 
and help you make an application. 

People are often afraid that 
receiving public funds may make 
them a “public charge” and affect their 
ability to gain legal status or subject 
them to deportation. According to the 
State of California’s website, “This 
disaster relief assistance is not means- 
tested and is one-time assistance. The 
Federal Government does not list this 
assistance as a public benefit fora 

public charge consideration.” 

The information you provide to the 
nonprofit organization will only be 
used to confirm your eligibility and 
provide the assistance to you. The 
nonprofit organizations will provide 
general information (e.g. age, gender, 
preferred language, etc.) to the state, 
but none of your personal information 
(e.g. name, address, etc.) will be given 
to any government agency. Money will 
be distributed through the non-profit 
agency in the form of “payment cards” 
which will function like debit cards. 

You should apply immediately if you 
qualify as the money will run out fast. 
Arturo and everyone else, this is a time 
for coming together and supporting 
each other, we are all one family. Stay 
safe and be kind everybody. 


Lawyer Christopher B. Dolan 
specializes in employee rights, 
personal injury and more. His 
column is SF Weekly sponsored 
content. 


888-452-4752 | dolanlawfirm.com 
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